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ABSTRACT 



This study examined the role of multilingualism in the 
Kyrgyz educational system, noting how language learning and language 
attitudes are related. It analyzed language biographies (semi-narrative 
interviews in which informants discussed their lives as speakers of two or 
more languages) and observed language classes. Participants were bilingual 
college students. Results indicated that language learning and attitudes 
influenced each other in both directions. While language classes conveyed 
concepts about how useful language skills were, the skills taught were 
basically context- reduced (reading and reciting) , and they did not lead to 
successful interaction in the target language. This led to frustration and 
decreased motivation. Immersion in Kyrgyzstan's Russian schools resulted in 
immersion shock for Kyrgyz speakers, who were still perceived as minority 
language speakers. This shock was less strong in urban areas, where 
communication in Russian occurred outside the school . Students came to school 
with the knowledge that Russian was the language of opportunities and that 
Kyrgyz enjoyed little prestige. For this reason and because language and 
ethnicity were perceived as almost synonymous, Russians put less effort into 
learning Kyrgyz. Consequently, the educational system put strong pressure on 
Russian language learners but hardly any on Kyrgyz language learners. 
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TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 



1. INTRODUCTION 



What makes a person a good language learner? Talent, a good teacher, a favourable 
attitude towards the language and its speech community, the right neighborhood? Or perhaps 
a combination of all of these factors? 

This paper is part of a dissertation project which investigates the role of bilingualism in 
the Kyrgyz educational system. In particular, it aims to explain how language learning and 
language attitudes are related 1 . How do language attitudes influence language learning, and 
how are language attitudes towards Kyrgyz and Russian created in the language learning 
process both in and outside school in Kyrgyzstan? 

In order to understand how speakers explain their own language competencies and 
language attitudes, I am analysing language biographies, and I am observing language classes. 
The term Language Biography 1 ‘ refers to a semi-narrative interview, in which informants talk 
about their life as speakers of two or more languages. I will present two language biographies 
and analyse the most prototypical features in order to illustrate to which degree attitudes are 
an outcome or an input into Russian and Kyrgyz learning in Kyrgyzstan. 



2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1. INTERVIEW SETTING 

The interview styles range between narrative and semi-structured, depending on how 
many topics the informants touched upon by themselves. The opening question “Can you tell 
me how you grew up with the languages that surround you?” or “How did it happen that you 
speak those languages?” usually elicited memories, which circled around certain topics (see 
1.2.). The choice and order of topics was left to the interviewee, so that he/she decided what 
was relevant for an explanation of language acquisition processes in the Kyrgyzstani society. 
The topics which were left unmentioned, were only at the end of the interview brought to the 
informant’s attention. Those topics are fixed in an interview guideline. The interviews lasted 
between one and two hours, but interviewees were given more time if desired. 

There are certain “situational and cultural helpers” which help elicit information in a 
language biography: 
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■ In a surrounding where the interviewer is a foreigner, he or she can pretend to know 
very little about language issues in Kyrgyzstan. Thus, the questions are taken as actual 
information questions and elicit elaborate explanations. 

■ Due to the relevance of languages in multilingual Kyrgyzstan and the experience of 
being dominated by a “colonial” language (Russian), people consider language issues 
important and enjoy talking about them. 

■ Every informant is an expert in her/his own language acquisition process, so she/he is 
the only person who is able to explain why and how she/he learnt (did not learn) them 
and which persons, incidents or strategies helped her/him. 

All interviewees were multilingual. The interview language was Russian, even if it was not 
the interviewees dominant language. This allows me to relate attitudes towards Russian with 
the outcome of Russian language learning, namely Russian competence. 



2.2. RECURRENT TOPICS 

Although every person has his or her individual language biography, there are certain 
recurring topics which are considered collective experiences. Those are the topics which are 
most interesting for this research. These topics were identified in this research using a two- 
step methodology. First, by using the qualitative method of narrative interviews, the 
interviewees themselves were able to decide what they considered most relevant. In the 
second step, the researcher decided what she interpreted as relevant topics. In this quantitative 
analysis prototypical features are those that occur repetitively but not necessarily in the 
majority of interviews. A certain feature A is defined as prototypical if other speakers, who 
are asked to comment on it recognize a pattern which they find easy to place into their socio- 
cultural knowledge. Hence, interviewing is only one part of gathering information but 
observation is an obligatory complement for its meaningful interpretation. 

In the two analysed interviews, recurrent topics are: 

o Choice of school as an explanation for different language competencies 
o Justification/ explanation of language competence and comparison with other speakers 
o More or less detailed description of the language learning process 
o Evaluation of language teaching in school 

o Key persons in language acquisition and language maintenance 



o Emotional relation towards the languages -> Language attitudes 
o Attitudes towards one’s own and other ethnic groups 
o Analysis of mistakes, linguistic weaknesses and strengths 
o Opinion about official language planning efforts 

All of the above mentioned topics ultimately give insights into speakers’ explanations of their 
culture-specific language learning process. However, this paper will only focus on the topics 
in bold face because they directly illustrate the relationship between language attitude, 
language learning and the educational system. 



2.3. INFORMANTS 
INFORMANT 1: 

1-1, a 24-year-old female student, grew up in an urban setting in southern Kyrgyzstan. 
She is a bilingual speaker of Russian and Kyrgyz, but considers Russian her dominant 
language: she thinks in Russian most of the time, uses it for writing, and prefers it for reading. 
Although she spoke only Kyrgyz until she was 5 Vi, her Russian competencies increased 
during the six months she attended a Russian kindergarten 1 and in the following years that she 
attended a Russian school. This is where she acquired fluency and literacy in Russian. Her 
competence in Kyrgyz meanwhile decreased, but was refreshed and maintained at a good 
colloquial level during her relatives’ visits and her vacations in her relatives’ villages. After 
finishing school in the beginning of the 1990s she went to the capital (Bishkek) for vocational 
training, where she acted as an interpreter between the Kyrgyz and Russian monolinguals in 
her class. She returned to the south and now studies French at university. Although she 
received all her formal education in Russian, there she is registered in the Kyrgyz group, 
which is very exceptional. After having difficulties with “standard” Kyrgyz in the beginning, 
she now sees this as a chance to elaborate her Kyrgyz. The Kyrgyz and Russian groups were 
later united into one Russian group, so that at the time the interview was taken (1999), she 
received her academic education in Russian. 




1 The Kyrgyz educational system is divided into Russian and Kyrgyz tracks. This, on the one hand, guarantees 
mother tongue education for Kyrgyz speakers; however, it has also led to segregation on the basis of language. 
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